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Cities are greatly in need of slimming down their roads, says architect Michael Bohn. A recent project 

in Long Beach, California shows how curb extensions and street furniture can have a huge impact on 

the economics of downtowns.  

Humans are not the only ones needing a diet these days. More and more cities are putting their streets on a 

diet – reducing vehicle lanes to add pedestrian space and calm traffic. New York City's recent success in closing 

an entire section of Times Square to traffic is the most famous example. But the real news is how quickly and 

effectively it can happen even on a fairly small scale in any city or town. 

The other news is that, besides the benefits road diets give to pedestrians and business that thrive on foot 

traffic, in some cases even traffic congestion is – surprise – improved as well.  

 

Long Beach, California is implementing a series of road diets that prove just how well they can work. Among 

these is a project unveiled in late 2009 at First Street and Linden Avenue in the East Village Arts District. Studio 

One Eleven, my firm, worked with the city to design curb extensions at this intersection. These "bulb-out" 

extensions of the sidewalk reduce the curb-to-curb distance – originally over 50 feet – between 40 and 60 

percent, significantly lowering the exposure pedestrians face with vehicles, bringing them out past the 

obstructions of parked cars, street trees and street furniture. The narrower right of way on First Street has also 

calmed traffic, adding to pedestrian and bicycle safety and giving businesses better visibility. 

Today, these bulb-outs are fully integrated into the street infrastructure, but a prototype plan was able to test 

the idea temporarily, turning the experiment into a community event. The city placed large, potted plants in the 

street to define the pedestrian zone. An adjacent restaurant expanded its outdoor seating into this new area of 

the "sidewalk" (at this point it was actually still part of the street). And an information kiosk was installed to 

explain the concept of the curb extensions.  

It is taken for granted among some planners that enhancing pedestrian mobility can also enhance business 

activity, but the results in this case were dramatic: The restaurant achieved the highest receipt sales in its 10-

year history.  

The new, permanent curb extensions at First Street and Linden Avenue expand the pedestrian realm over 3,000 

square feet, the size of two average coffee shops or a medium-sized restaurant. Besides outdoor dining, there is 

now room for landscaping (using drought-tolerant plants), street furniture such as benches, sidewalk paving 

patterns, and trash receptacles. Businesses use the expanded sidewalk for additional bike racks and outdoor 

sales displays. The extra space has cleared existing sidewalk area for thorough movement while expanding and 
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making prominent the outdoor activity at these businesses.  

This human-scaled design is perhaps the most important advantage of a well-planned 

road diet: The First and Linden curb extensions have contributed to the increased 

vitality of Long Beach's East Village Arts District, with business owners, customers 

and local residents enjoying a sense of place that harmonizes with the energetic vibe 

of retail and community destinations. More than ever, the neighborhood is a civilized 

place where pedestrians and bicyclists are easy to spot, coffee drinkers can people 

watch, and shoppers are inclined to linger. 

But what about the ability of curb extensions to actually facilitate traffic flow? It 

seems counter-intuitive, as bulb-outs purposefully slow down cars and often 

eliminate right-turn lanes. Those who advocate traffic diets believe it is more 

important for pedestrians to cross safely than for cars to get through an intersection. 

However, the shorter distance that results from curb extensions on each side of a 

street means the average pedestrian spends at least four seconds less time when crossing the street (based on 

the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices average walking speed of 4 feet per second). The irony is that the 

reduced time necessary for walkers to cross the street can provide more time for cars to pass, partially 

compensating for the loss of a right-turn lane. In other words, everybody wins: Cars get maintained traffic flow 

and pedestrians get safer crossings. 

Other road diet plans also carry this double benefit. For example, car lanes can be reduced without necessarily 

reducing the number of cars they move. To maximize traffic capacity, engineers typically fit as many automobile 

lanes as possible, leaving a relatively narrow border on each side for sidewalks and (in some cases) on-street 

parking. This sometimes results in an even number of lanes, eliminating a dedicated left-turn lane. This means 

there must be restrictions placed on left-turn movement, as the left-most lane must do double duty as a left-

turn lane and a throughway lane. Because the shared lane is obstructed whenever a left-turning car is waiting 

for an opening to cross traffic, left turns are often limited to non-peak hours.  

When a road diet is applied to a road with at least four lanes overall, it often removes one lane in each direction. 

The space made available by eliminating these two lanes can be used for creating a dedicated left-turn lane, as 

well as sidewalks, parkways, bike lanes, or a dedicated right-turn lane. Surprisingly, eliminating one through-

lane in each direction does not result in a proportional loss of car-carrying capacity, and the addition of a 

dedicated left-turn lane (and sometimes a dedicated right-turn lane as well) helps reduce congestion. Adding 

turn lanes in this manner can also decrease accidents, because it results in fewer lane changes and better 

visibility for on-coming traffic. All of these benefits are useful in explaining road diets to skeptical traffic 

engineers, or reluctant business or community members.  

My firm is working with Long Beach to add curb extensions and other road diets throughout the city. These 

include narrowing streets adding curbside parking and bike lanes, and creating protected bike roadways between 

car parking and the sidewalk.  

The addition of curbside parking is important particularly in parking-impacted areas. At a cost of $8-12k per stall 

when a new surface parking lot is built, curbside parking is almost a freebie. For example, another Long Beach 

road-diet project (on Livingston Drive) will add 32 parking stalls in a mid-density residential neighborhood, with 

the only cost for these stalls being paint to restripe the street. From a retail perspective having curbside parking 

in front of a shop can increase retail sales by thousands of dollars while at the same time serve as a buffer to 

pedestrians using the sidewalk from moving vehicles. 

Many of these changes are the result of Long Beach's Livable Community agenda, which enjoys broad support 

from Long Beach's City Council and is a top priority for its city manager. In 2009 the city hired Mobility 

Coordinator Charlie Gandy – a nationally prominent bicycling proponent – to implement many of these plans.  

According to Streetsblog Los Angeles, which closely follows pedestrian, public transit, bicycle and related 

issues, the city is concerned about the health of its residents, and for the environment. "But this is also an 

economic-development strategy," says writer Joe Linton. "If Long Beach is to attract and retain companies and 

workers, then it needs to be able to compete. The city has decided that livability will make it competitive." 
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In the instance of the First Street and Linden Avenue curb-extensions and the other road diets underway, that 

strategy is successful. 

Michael Bohn, AIA, is Principal with Studio One Eleven an integrated practice of architecture, landscape and 

urban design, based in Long Beach, California. 

Comments 

Road Diet = Crash Reduction 

FHWA recently published an updated evaluation of road diet crash reductions: 

http://www.hsisinfo.org//pdf/10-053.pdf 

One interesting comment in the report: "for road diets with AADTs above approximately 20,000 vehicles, 

there is an increased likelihood that traffic congestion will increase to the 

point of diverting traffic to alternative routes." Traffic engineers are often the first to rule out road diets on 

such roads for exactly that reason. They are programmed to think traffic diversion is bad because it increases 

the volume at surrounding intersections as opposed to maximizing capacity on one primary facility.  

So for those of you who live in areas that reject economic development arguments for the sake of traffic 

engineering, use the arguments from some of the recent FHWA sponsored and co-sponsored reports. 

Road Diets, aka Lane Reduction, have economic benefits 

Great post and project. I concur and offer more benefits and evidence. Lane reduction, although all but 

overlooked in most cases, can be the single-most cost-effective measure a business district or downtown can 

take to improve both business and circulation for all users, including motorists. When testing lane reduction, 

from 5 travel lanes and 2 parallel parking lanes to a new design for 3 lanes and 2 angled parking lanes, the 

new 3-lane design accommodated more vehicular traffic than the 5-lane street configuration and with no 

significant difference in vehicular delay. Of course, the merchants experienced a significant uptick in business. 

In another downtown district, the street was reduced from 7 travel lanes to 5 lanes with 2 parallel parking 

lanes. Although the DOT predicted dire consequences, including a 30% increase in vehicular crashes (including 

fatalities) and gridlock, the 6-month test revealed the opposite, as reported by the police department: a 30% 

decrease in all accident categories, no fatalities and no gridlock. 

The reason? In both cases, average vehicular speed was significantly reduced, thereby "bunching" vehicles 

closer together, resulting in greater capacity per lane per hour. This dynamic improved circulation movements 

for all users, not just pedestrians, but vehicles as well, which experienced reduced delay for vehicular left-

turns, for example. 

Why is lane reduction not more common? In my opinion, because local stakeholders do not want, nor know 

how, to argue with the highway department, even though both admittedly have different objectives. 

  

 

� An Urban Forest - Jul 03, 2010 

� L.A.'s High Line West - Jul 02, 2010 

� Talking Design with Rios, Clementi, Hale - Jun 09, 2010 

� Making Temporary Use of Empty Development Lots - Jul 07, 2009 

� An Architectural Beacon of Hope in Skid Row - Dec 17, 2008 

Read the full article, written by Rodney L. Swink.

“ As landscape architecture was getting established in the early 20th century, many landscape architects were interested in city 
planning. 

” 
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